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Regan LaMothe 
Battle Creek, Michigan 
About 12 years ago, in my second year of college, a 
friend ofmine and I decided to go out to a nearby DNR 
wetlands preserve and hunt for a few hours. It was late 
afternoon, a picture perfect Michigan afternoon in 
November. The air was crisp and scrubbed with a heady 
pine scent. Both Dan and I agreed that it wouldn't be 
so bad if we never shot a thing, it was just glorious to 
be out on such a fine day. 
Dan bad hunted since he was a small boy. His father 
had been a dedicated hunter and was determined Dan 
wonld be too. Dan never talked about the hunting 
experiences he shared with his father, and I found it 
odd that he had never once shot an animal. Occasionally 
I would toy with the idea of asking why, but I began to 
think that he did it almost as a courtesy to me. I bad 
never hunted before and showedno interest in anything 
connected with hunting. I didn't even own the gun I 
carried; it bad been Dan's as a boy. But I enjoyed these 
nature walks and the weight ofthe old shotgun balanced 
in the crook ofmy arm made me feel as if I had a more 
macho reason to be in the woods than just to gawk at 
wildlife. 
As we walked through the fields we would hear an 
occasional sbotring out from along the edges ofwooded 
wetland. Both of us would pause and search in the 
direction ofthe hunt. Usually we would only seepatches 
of flash-orange, but occasionally we would catch a 
glimpse of a fleeing deer. Almost as if choreographed 
we would both linger and watch for a time, then turn 
silently and continue our walk. 
The sun was dropping quickly as we emerged from 
a clutch of pines into a grassy glade. Just as we cleared 
the last line of trees we caught a glimpse ofaman with 
a young boy, maybe a hundred yards from us. The boy 
was looking down the sight of a shotgun that looked as 
if itwould be longer than he was tall for at least a couple 
ofmore seasons. Not twenty yards from the barrel end 
of his firearm was a sturdy buck with 7 or 8 points of 
experience. 
Everything suddenly stood still. Like a perfect little 
diorama, nothing moved, but everything stood out in 
perfect detail. 
The deer looked directly at the boy, ears twitching. 
The boy was planted and locked onto the target. It 
seemed as if a full minute passed. Then, like the 
utterance of a powerful magic word, a twig snapped in 
the woods behind, spooking the deer. The buck's head 
snapped around in alarm, and he leapt into the air, his 
body propelling him away from both the hunters and 
the sound. 
As the deer bounded into a heavily wooded marsh, 
our eyes turned back to the boy. He was lowering his 
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F a m i l y  T r a d i t i o n  
s h o t g u n  a n d  h i s  h e a d  s e e m e d  t o  d e s c e n d  a s  i f p u l l e d  b y  
t h e  w e i g h t  o f  t h e  g u n  b a r r e l .  
W i t h  s t u n n i n g  s p e e d  a n d  w i t h o u t  w a r n i n g .  t h e  m a n  
t u r n e d  q u i c k l y ,  b r i n g i n g  h i s  h a n d  b a c k  a n d  f o r w a r d  i n t o  
t h e  s i d e  o f  t h e  b o y ' s  h e a d ,  k n o c k i n g  h i m  r o u g h l y  t o  t h e  
g r o u n d .  T h e  g u n  f e l l  f r o m  t h e  b o y ' s  h a n d  a n d  i t  w a s  a l l  
h e  c o u l d  d o  t o  b r i n g  h i m s e l f  u p  t o  h i s  h a n d s  a n d  k n e e s .  
A s  h e  d i d ,  t h e  m a n  b e g a n  s h r i e k i n g .  
" Y o u  c o w a r d !  W h a t  t h e  b e l l  i s  w r o n g  w i t h  y o u ?  W h y  
t h e  h e l l  d i d n ' t  y o u  s h o o t ?  A i e  y o u  s o m e  k i n d  o f  s i s s i e ?  
G e t  u p  s i s s i e !  G e t  u p  a n d  p i c k  u p  t h a t  g o d d a m n e d  g u n .  
N o w ! "  H i s  w o r d s  e c h o e d  a c r o s s  t h e  f i e l d  a n d  a g a i n s t  
t h e  t r e e s  b e h i n d  u s .  
M y  j a w s  b e g a n  t o  a c h e  a n d  m y  s t o m a c h  k n o t t e d  
w i t h  h a t r e d .  I  h a d  t o  d o  s o m e t h i n g  a b o u t  t h i s .  I  b e g a n  
t o  s t r i d e  t o w a r d  t h e  m a n  w i t h  p u r p o s e .  A s  I  m o v e d  
f o r w a r d  I  l o o k e d  b a c k  o v e r  m y  s h o u l d e r  t o  s e e  i f  D a n  
t o o  w a s  m o v e d  t o  a n g e r .  I  s t o p p e d  s u d d e n l y .  
D a n  w a s  n o  l o n g e r  s t a n d i n g .  H e  h a d  c r u m p l e d  t o  
t h e  g r o u n d ,  h i s  c h e s t  r e s t i n g  o n  h i s  k n e e s ,  h i s  f o r e h e a d  
s c r a p i n g  t h e  d i r t .  A  m u f f l e d ,  k e e n i n g  s o u n d  e s c a p e d  a s  
h e  h u g g e d  h i m s e l f ,  s h i f t i n g  f r o m  s i d e  t o  s i d e .  
" I ' m  s o r r y ,  D a d ,  I ' m  s o r r y ,  I  c a n ' t .  I  c a n ' t .  I  j u s t  
c a n ' t .  I ' m  s o r r y .  I ' m  s o r r y . "  
S o m e t h i n g  m a d e  m e  t u m  m y  h e a d  a n d  l o o k  b a c k  a t  
t h e  s c e n e  t h a t  h a d  t r i g g e r e d  t h i s  r e a c t i o n .  A s  I  d i d  I  s a w  
t h e  m a n  h a u l  t h e  c h i l d  u p  a n d  s h a k e  h i m ,  h i s  f a c e  i n c h e s  
f r o m  t h e  b o y ' s .  I  c o u l d  n o  l o n g e r  m a k e  o u t  w h a t  h e  
w a s  s a y i n g ,  b u t  I  c o u l d  h e a r  t h e  n o t e s  a c r o s s  t h e  f i e l d .  
T h e  b o y  w a s  a s  l i m p  a s  a  r a g  d o l l  a n d  h i s  h e a d  s n a p p e d  
b a c k  a n d  f o r t h  t o  t h e  r h y t h m  o f  t h e  m a n ' s  a n g e r .  I  w a s  
t o r n .  I  n e e d e d  t o  d o  s o m e t h i n g  t o  h e l p  t h i s  k i d .  
I  l o o k e d  a t  D a n ,  t h e n  b a c k  a t  t h e  b o y .  T h e  f a t h e r  
b e g a n  h a u l i n g  h i m  t o w a r d  t h e  w o o d s .  D a n  w a s  s t i l l  
r a c k e d  w i t h  s o b s .  Q u i e t l y ,  I  w h i s p e r e d  a f t e r  t h e  b o y ,  
" b a n g  i n  t h e r e  k i d . "  I  k n e l t  n e x t  t o  D a n  a n d  p u t  m y  
b a n d  o n  h i s  b a c k .  
T h e  s e t t i n g  s u n  c a s t  l o n g ,  g e n t l y  m o v i n g  s h a d o w s .  
S o u n d s  t h a t  h a d  m y s t e r i o u s l y  d i s a p p e a r e d  d u r i n g  t h e  
b r u t a l  s c e n e  b e g a n  t o  m a k e  t h e m s e l v e s  h e a r d  a g a i n .  
C r i c k e t s ,  t h e  w i n d  i n  t h e  p i n e s ,  a  m o u r n i n g  d o v e .  A n d  
a s  t h e y  g r e w ,  D a n ' s  g r i e f  b e g a n  t o  s u b s i d e .  W e  s a t  
t o g e t h e r  i n  t h e  g l a d e  f o r  a w h i l e .  T h e  s u n  s u b s i d e d  
q u i c k l y  n o w  a n d  l e f t  i n  i t s  p l a c e  a  s o o t h i n g  p u r p l e  g l o w .  
W e  s t o o d  u p  a n d  m a d e  o u r  w a y  b a c k  t o  t h e  c a r .  
W i t h o u t  a  w o r d ,  w e  w a l k e d  a c r o s s  t h e  p a r k i n g  l o t ,  
f o o t s t e p s  c r u n c h i n g  l o u d l y  o n  t h e  l o o s e l y  g r a d e d  g r a v e l .  
A s  w e  n e a r e d  t h e  c a r  D a n  s u d d e n l y  v e e r e d  r i g h t ,  s t r i d i n g  
p u r p o s e f u l l y  t o w a r d  a  b r o w n  D N R  d u m p s t e r  s i t t i n g  a t  
t h e  e d g e  o f t h e  p a c k e d  d i r t .  G u n  i n  h a n d ,  h e  t h r e w  b a c k  
t h e  t o p .  T h e  h i n g e s  s c r e e c h e d  a n d  t h e  t o p  s l a m m e d  t h e  
b a c k  o f  t h e  c a n  w i t h  a  g u n s h o t  r e p o r t .  D a n  s t e p p e d  
f o r w a r d  a n d  w i t h o u t  w a r n i n g ,  d r ( ) p p e d  h i s  s h o t g u n  i n .  
H a n d f u l s  o f  s h e l l s  b e  h a d  j u s t  h o u r s  b e f o r e  c r a m m e d  
i n t o  h i s  p o c k e t s  f o l l o w e d  t h e  g u n .  W h e n  h i s  p o c k e t s  
w e r e  e m p t y  h e  l o o k e d  a t  m e .  H e  s m i l e d  s h e e p i s h l y .  
I  l o o k e d  d o w n  a t  t h e  s h o t g u n  t h a t  D a n ' s  f a t h e r  b a d  
g i v e n  h i m .  S t o c k  b e a u t i f u l l y  c a r v e d  a n d  c a r e f u l l y  
p o l i s h e d ,  t h e  m e t a l  b a r r e l  l o v i n g l y  o i l e d - a  p o w e r f u l ,  
t a c t i l e  c o n f n m a t i o n  o f  h i s  c h i l d h o o d .  I  l o o k e d  u p  i n  
q u e s t i o n .  
" Y e s , " D a n  s a i d ,  a n d  h i s  s m i l e  s t r e n g t h e n e d .  I  s m i l e d  
b a c k  a n d  b e g a n  w a l k i n g  t o w a r d  t h e  t r a s h  c a n .  
O n  t h e  d r i v e  b a c k  w e  l i s t e n e d  t o  H a n k  W i l l i a m s  J r .  
s i n g  a b o u t  h i s  d a d ,  " a n d  i f y o u  d o n ' t  l i k e  H a n k W i l l i a m s ,  
y o u  c a n  k i s s  m y  a s s . "  I  l o o k e d  o v e r a t  D a n .  H e  g r i n n e d .  
" I ' m  n e v e r  h u n t i n g  a g a i n .  A n d  i f  I  e v e r  h a v e  a  k i d  t h e  
o n l y  t h i n g  h e ' s  g o i n g  t o  s h o o t  i s  a  c a m e r a . . . . a n d  i f  m y  
d a d  d o e s n ' t  l i k e  i t , "  h e  s a n g ,  " h e  c a n  k i s s  m y  a s s . "  
W e  b o t h  l a u g h e d .  I  t u r n e d  t o  l o o k  o u t  a t  t h e  w o o d s  
p a s s i n g  b y .  F o r  t h e  s a k e  o f  t h e  a n i m a l s ,  b u t  e v e n  m o r e ,  
f o r  t h e  s a k e  o f  t h e  b o y  i n  t h e  w o o d s ,  w h o  w o u l d  
p r o b a b l y  h a v e  a  s o u  o f  h i s  o w n  s o m e d a y ,  I  h o p e d  h e  
t o o  w o u l d  h a v e  t h e  c o u r a g e  t o  t h r o w  a w a y  a  b r u t a l  p a r t  
o f  h i s  c h i l d h o o d .  
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